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Abstract 

An  average  of  9,472,000  persons 
lived  on  farms  in  the  Nation's  rural 
areas  during  the  12-month  period  cen- 
tered on  April  19  73.  Since  19  70,  the 
U.S.  farm  population  has  remained 
relatively  stable,  contrasting  with 
sharp  declines  of  the  1950 's  and 
1960 's.  Between  19  70  and  1973  the 
absolute  average  loss  of  farmpeople 
through  migration  and  reclassifi- 
cation of  residence  from  farm  to  non- 
farm  was  113,000  annually.  The  rate 
of  this  net  outmovement  was  about  1 
percent  a  year. 

Kejwords :  Farm  population,  migration. 


Introduction 


There  was  an  average  of  9,472,000 
farm  residents  during  the  12-month 
period  centered  on  April  1973  (Oct- 
ober 19  72  through  October  19  73)  as 
shown  in  tables  1  and  2.  \_l  The 
decline  of  138,000  in  farm  popu- 
lation since  April  19  72  was  not  sta- 
tistically significant,  but  it  does 
represent   an  apparent   continuation 


\_l  The  U.S.  estimate  of  the  farm 
population  is  an  annual  average  com- 
puted by  using  quarterly  data  for 
the  year  centered  on  the  April  date 
for  which  the  estimate  is  prepared; 
see  "Definitions   and   Explanations." 


of  the  longtime  downward  trend.  Be- 
cause the  data  are  based  on  a  sample 
survey,  the  chances  are  about  1  in  4 
that  a  change  of  this  size  or  greater 
would  have  been  obtained  from  the 
sample  even  if  no  actual  change  oc- 
curred in  the  farm  population  between 
19  72  and  1973.  On  the  other  hand,  the 
indicated  Increase  in  the  farm  popu- 
lation between  19  71  and  1972  was 
neither  statistically  significant  nor 
interpreted  as  a  reversal  of  the 
downward  trend. 
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Table  1 — U.S.  farm  population  by  regions  and  divisions,  April  19  70  and  1973 


Area 

Numb 

sr 

Percentage 
distribution 

Percentage 
change. 

, 

, 

1973 

1/  ; 

1970 

19  73  1/ 

;    19  70 

1970-73 

-Thou 

Vnt- 

United  States 

9,472 

9,712 

100.0 

r CL  . 

100.0 

-2.5 

Region: 

Northeast 

663 

699 

7.0 

7.2 

-5.1 

North  Central 

4,337 

4,305 

45.8 

44.2 

.7 

South 

3,446 

3,754 

36.4 

38.7 

-8.2 

West 

1,026 

954 

10.8 

9.8 

7.5 

Division: 

New  England 

129 

128 

1.4 

1.3 

.6 

Middle  Atlantic 

534 

571 

5.6 

5.9 

-6.4 

East  North  Central 

■   2,007 

2,053 

21.2 

21.1 

-2.3 

West  North  Central 

2,330 

2,252 

24,6 

23.2 

3.5 

South  Atlantic 

:   1,212 

1,357 

12.8 

14.0 

-10.7 

East  South  Central 

1,251 

1,329 

13.2 

13.7 

-5.8 

West  South  Central 

983 

1,069 

10.4 

11.0 

-8.0 

Mountain 

446 

446 

4.7 

4.6 

-  .1 

Pacific 

:    580 

508 

6.1 

5.2 

14.3 

1/      Similar  estimates  for  States  are  not  available.   States  in  the  geographic 
regions  and  divisions  are:   NORTHEAST — New  England:   Maine,  New  Hampshire, 
Vermont,  Massachusetts,  Rhode  Island,  Connecticut;  Middle  Atlantic:   New  York, 
New  Jersey,  Pennsylvania.   NORTH  CENTRAL — East  North  Central:   Ohio,  Indiana, 
Illinois,  Michigan,  Wisconsin;  West  North  Central:   Minnesota,  Iowa,  Missouri, 
North  Dakota,  South  Dakota,  Nebraska,  Kansas.   SOUTH — South  Atlantic;   Delaware, 
Maryland,  Virginia,  West  Virginia,  North  Carolina,  South  Carolina,  Georgia, 
Florida;  East  South  Central:   Kentucky,  Tennessee,  Alabama,  Mississippi;  West 
South  Central:   Arkansas,  Louisiana,  Oklahoma,  Texas.   WEST — Mountain:   Montana, 
Idaho,  Wyoming,  Colorado,  New  Mexico,  Arizona,  Utah,  Nevada;  Pacific:   Washington, 
Oregon,  California,  Alaska,  and  Hawaii. 
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U.S.  Farm  Population 

For  the  first  time  in  several 
decades,  the  number  of  U.S.  farm  res- 
idents is  relatively  stable.  Although 
the  1973  estimate  of  farm  population 
was  240,000  lower  than  the  1970  esti- 
mate, this  indicated  decrease  was  not 
statistically  significant.  According 
to  yearly  estimates,  this  marks  the 
first  time  since  the  mid-1940 's  that 
the  decline  over  a  3-year  period  has 
not  resulted  in  a  significant  loss 
in  the  number  of  farmpeople.  Between 
19  70  and  19  73,  the  farm  population 
declined  at  an  average  yearly  rate  of 
only  0.8  percent,  contrasting  sharply 
with  the  4.8  percent  annual  decline 
during  the  1960's. 

Levels  of  agricultural  employ- 
ment and  the  number  of  farms  also 
show  recent  signs  of  stability. 
This  is  further  evidence  in  support 
of  the  recent  slackening  in  the  rate 
of  decline  of  the  farm  population. 

The  Bureau  of  Labor  Statistics 
reports  that,  in  19  73,  there  were  3.5 
million  persons  in  the  civilian  non- 
institutional  labor  force  who  were 
employed  solely  or  primarily  in  agri- 
culture. _2/  This  estimate  was  nearly 
identical  with  the  number  reported  in 
19  70.  The  average  annual  rate  of  de- 
cline for  agricultural  employment  was 
a  low  0.1  percent  for  1970-73,  com- 
pared with  4.6  percent  annually  for 
1960-70. 


in  1973;  an  estimate  only  1  percent 
lower  than  that  for  19  72  and  charac- 
teristic of  the  annual  average  rate 
of  decline  since  19  70.  3^/  The  de- 
crease in  the  number  of  farms  be- 
tween 1960  and  19  70  averaged  about 
3  percent  a  year. 

Although  there  is  an  increasing 
tendency  among  farm  operators  to 
maintain  a  nonfarm  residence,  for 
hired  farmworkers  to  live  off  farms 
and  commute  to  work,  and  an  acknow- 
ledged alltime  high  in  farm  produc- 
tion and  efficiency,  a  strong  rela- 
tionship still  exists  between  the 
number  of  farmpeople,  farm  employ- 
ment, and  number  of  farms. 

Geographic  Regions 

Of  the  four  major  U.S.  regions, 
the  North  Central  area  was  the  only 
one  that  also  showed  no  meaningful 
difference  in  the  number  of  farm 
residents  for  the  1970-73  period.  4_/ 
The  familiar  pattern  of  farm  popu- 
lation loss  continued  in  the  South 
and  Northeast  regions,  while  an  in- 
crease in  farmpeople  occurred  in  the 
West.  Within  the  South,  the  tradi- 
tional decline  in  farm  population 
was  also  indicated  for  all  three  of 
its  geographic  divisions.  Contrast- 
ing trends  in  the  number  of  farm 
residents  were  indicated  between  the 
divisions  of  each  of  the  remaining 
regions . 


The  rate  of  decline  in  the  number 
of  farms  has  also  slowed  since  19  70, 
although  to  a  lesser  extent  than  farm 
population  and  employment.  Data  from 
USDA's  Statistical  Reporting  Service 
(SRS)  indicate  that  the  Nation  had  an 
estimated  2.8  million  operating  farms 


_3/  Number  of  Farms  and  Land  in 
Farms.  Jan.  19  74,  and  Farms:  Revised 
Estimates,  1959-70.  Statis .  Bui.  507. 
Jan.  19  73.  SRS,  U.S.  Department  of 
Agriculture. 


_2/  Employment  and  Earnings.  U.S. 
Department  of  Labor,  Bureau  of  Labor 
Statistics.  Vol.  20,  No.  7.  Jan.  1974. 


4_/  States  in  geographic  regions 
and  divisions  are  listed  at  bottom  of 
table  1. 


A  farm  population  increase,  the 
first  in  many  years,  was  indicated 
for  the  Pacific  and  West  North  Cen- 
tral divisions.  The  Pacific  States 
have  experienced  a  gradual  and  per- 
sistent growth  in  farm  population 
throughout  the  1970-73  period.  On 
the  other  hand,  the  slight  indi- 
cated increase  for  the  western  half 
of  the  North  Central  region  may 
reflect  stability  rather  than  actual 
growth . 

Net  Migration 

Between  April  19  72  and  April 
19  73,  there  was  an  estimated  net 
loss  to  the  U.S.  farm  population 
of  164,000  persons  who  either  moved 
away  from  farms  or  lived  on  places 
where  agricultural  operations  ceased, 
and  thus  were  reclassified  into  the 
nonfarm  category  (table  2) .  This 
loss  was  partly  offset  by  26,000 
more  births  than  deaths  to  farm- 
people. 

Estimated  farm  population  changes 
from  one  year  to  another  fluctuate  in 
part  from  sampling  variation;  there- 
fore, averages  for  a  period  of  years 
are  more  reliable.  During  19  70-73, 
the  average  net  loss  to  the  farm  pop- 
ulation through  migration  and  reclas- 
sification of  residence  from  farm  to 
nonfarm  was  113,000  annually  (table 
3) .  Since  the  first  half  of  the  1950- 
60  decade,  when  the  average  loss  was 
about  1  million  a  year,  the  absolute 
average  loss  has  steadily  declined 
(fig.  1). 

The  annual  rate  of  net  outmigra- 
tion  of  farmpeople  —  where  the  aver- 
age amount  of  net  migration  is  ex- 
pressed as  a  percentage  of  the  aver- 
age farm  population  —  was  1.2  per- 
cent for  19  70-73.  A  rate  of  net  out- 
movement  of  this  low  magnitude  has 
not  been  observed  in  about  40  years 
(fig.  2).  During  the  1950's  and 
1960 's,   the  percentage  rate   of  net 


outmigration  from  the  farm  popula- 
tion remained  at  a  relatively  con- 
stant high  level  even  though  the  ab- 
solute average  loss  was  decreasing 
as  the  number  of  potential  migrants 
diminished.  A  comparison  of  figures 
1  and  2  reveals  19  70-73  to  be  the 
first  period  in  many  years  when  both 
the  number  of  migrants  and  the  rate 
at  which  they  were  leaving  farms  de- 
clined significantly. 

As  the  total  number  of  farm- 
people  has  become  increasingly  small- 
er, it  is  impossible  for  the  net  vol- 
ume of  the  farm  to  nonfarm  migration 
to  continue  at  former  levels .  The 
average  net  loss  to  the  farm  popu- 
lation through  migration  1970-73 
came  very  largely  from  southern  farms 
as  there  was  no  meaningful  change 
through  migration  in  the  other  re- 
gions of  the  country. 

Should  the  comparative  stabil- 
ity in  the  farm  population  continue, 
there  would  still  be  some  net  flow 
of  migrants  from  farm  to  nonfarm 
areas.  But  the  recent  national  de- 
cline in  the  birth  rate  has  occurred 
in  farm  as  well  as  nonfarm  areas, 
and  the  margin  of  births  over  deaths 
in  the  farm  population  is  presently 
rather  small. 

Definitions  and  Explanations 

Population  Coverage. — The  esti- 
mates presented  in  this  report  relate 
to  the  rural  civilian  population  liv- 
ing on  farms,  regardless  of  occupa- 
tion. For  convenience,  the  term  "farm 
population"  is  used  without  qualifi- 
cation, although  the  relatively  few 
members  of  the  armed  forces  living 
on  farms  are  excluded . 

Farm  Population. — Since  1960, 
the  farm  population  has  been  defined 
as  all  persons  living  in  rural  terri- 
tory on  places  of  10  or  more  acres, 
if  as  much  as  $50  worth   of  agricul- 
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tural  products  were  sold  from  the 
place  in  the  reporting  year.  It  also 
includes  those  living  on  places  of 
under  10  acres,  if  as  much  as  $250 
worth  of  agricultural  products  were 
sold  from  the  place  in  the  reporting 
year.  Persons  in  institutions,  sum- 
mer camps,  motels,  and  tourist  camps, 
and  those  living  in  rented  places 
where  no  land  is  used  for  farming  are 
classified  as  nonfarm. 


ages  in  a   distribution  do  not  always 
add  to  exactly  100  percent. 

Sources  and  Limitations. — Annual 
estimates  of  the  total  number  of 
people  living  on  U.S.  farms  are  ob- 
tained from  the  Current  Population 
Survey  of  the  Bureau  of  the  Census. 
These  estimates  are  based  on  sample 
data  and  are  subject  to  sampling 
variability. 


In  the  Current  Population  Survey 
of  the  Bureau  of  the  Census  (CPS) , 
from  which  current  estimates  of  the 
total  population  of  the  United  States 
are  obtained,  unmarried  persons  at- 
tending college  away  from  home  are 
enumerated  as  residents  of  their 
parents'  homes.  In  the  Censuses  of 
Population,  such  persons  are  enumer- 
ated as  residents  of  the  communities 
in  which  they  live  while  attending 
college.  The  effect  of  this  differ- 
ence is  to  classify  a  larger  number 
of  college-age  persons  as  farm  resi- 
dents in  the  CPS  than-  would  be  so 
classified  under  decennial  census 
usage. 

April-Centered  Annual  Averages. — 
April-centered  annual  averages  of  the 
U.S.  total  farm  population  are  com- 
puted by  using  data  from  the  five 
quarters  centered  on  the  April  date 
for  which  the  estimate  is  being  pre- 
pared. For  example,  for  April  19  73, 
quarterly  estimates  for  the  months  of 
October  19  72  and  January,  April, 
July,  and  October  1973  were  used  with 
a  weight  of  one-eighth  given  to  each 
of  the  two  October  estimates  and  a 
weight  of  one-fourth  to  each  of  the 
estimates  of  the  other  3  months. 

Rounding. — The  individual  fig- 
ures in  this  report  are  rounded  to 
the  nearest  thousand  and  have  not 
been  adjusted  to  group  totals,  which 
are  independently  rounded.  Percent- 
ages are  rounded  to  the  nearest  tenth 
of  a  percent;  therefore,  the  percent- 


The  standard  error  is  primarily 
a  measure  of  sampling  variability — 
that  is,  of  the  variations  that  occur 
by  chance  because  a  sample  rather 
than  the  whole  of  the  population  is 
surveyed.  The  calculated  standard 
error  also  partially  measures  the 
effect  of  response  and  enumeration 
errors  but  does  not  measure  any 
systematic  biases  in  the  data.  The 
chances  are  about  68  out  of  100  that 
an  estimate  from  the  sample  would 
differ  from  a  complete  census  figure 
by  less  than  the  standard  error.  The 
chances  are  about  9  5  out  of  100  that 
the  difference  would  be  less  than 
twice  the  standard  error.  Tables  of 
standard  errors  for  April-centered 
annual  averages  for  19  70-73  are  pre- 
sented in  the  joint  annual  Census-ERS 
farm  population  report  for  1973.  _5/ 

Data  for  geographic  areas  and 
for  components  of  farm  population 
change  are  based  on  data  obtained 
from  the  19  73  June  Enumerative  Survey 
of  SRS.  The  sample  for  the  survey 
was  a  probability  area  sample  of  the 
48  conterminous  States,  consisting 
of  approximately  17,000  area  segments 


_5/  Farm  Population  of  the  United 
States:  1973.  Current  Population 
Reports,  Farm  Population,  Series 
Census-ERS,  P-2  7,  No.  45.  U.S. 
Bureau  of  the  Census  and  U.S.  Depart- 
ment of  Agriculture.  19  74.  (Avail- 
able from  either  the  Census  Bureau 
or  the  U.S.  Department  of  Agri- 
culture, Economic  Research   Service.) 


(sampling  units).  Information  was 
obtained  from  about  23,000  farm 
households  associated  with  these 
sample  units. 

Since  the  estimates  are  based  on 
a  sample,  they  may  differ  somewhat 
from  figures  that  would  be  obtained 
if  a  complete  census  count  had  been 
taken.  As  in  any  survey  work,  the 
results  are  subject  to  error  of  re- 
sponse and  of  reporting  as  well  as 
to  sampling  variability. 

Area  estimates  for  19  73  are  tied 
to  1970  benchmark  figures  developed 
to  reflect  the  19  70  relationship  be- 
tween regional  farm  population  esti- 
mates  obtained  from  the   Census   of 


Population  and  the  Current  Population 
Survey.  In  addition  to  being  tied  to 
benchmark  figures  for  decennial  cen- 
sus years,  the  area  estimates  are  ad- 
justed to  conform  to  the  total  farm 
population  estimates  obtained  annual- 
ly by  the  Bureau  of  the  Census. 

Earlier  Comparable  Reports. — 
Estimates    for   earlier   years   on 
number,   migration,   and  natural   in- 
crease of  farmpeople  were  published 
by  the  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture 
in  Farm  Population  Estimates,  1910-70, 
Stat.  Bui.  523.   July   19  73.    Annual 
estimates  since  1970  are  available  in 
Farm  Population  Estimates  for  1971  and 
1972,  RDS-1.   Sept.  19  73. 
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